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Lillian Jen, who writes under the name Gish Jen, is one of the most prominent 
Chinese American writers. Mona in the Promised Land (1996), Jen’s second novel 
after the publication of her first novel Typical American in 1991, tells the story of 
Mona, a second generation Chinese American girl, growing up in the multicultural 
land of America.  
Initiation into adulthood is an inevitable stage in one’s life. As a cultural 
phenomenon commonly existing in human life as well as the significant experience for 
an individual, initiation has been an eternal theme in literature. Initiation Story is a 
novel that has a theme of narrating the course of one’s growing-up; it tells the 
experiences of the characters; through the narrative about one or more characters’ 
experiences of growing-up, it reflects the course of changing from immaturity to 
maturity in mind and psychology of the characters. Initiation Story as a literary genre 
has its root in German literature, and is widely accepted and well developed in the 
literary field all over the world. In American literature, Initiation Story also possesses a 
significant position.  
This thesis interprets Mona in the Promised Land from the perspective of 
Initiation Story. The novel inherits the archetypal experiences of Initiation Story in 
terms of structure, characters, as well as the arrangement of plots. In other words, the 
novel possesses the traditional characteristics of Initiation Story. However, in terms of 
initiation theme, Mona in the Promised Land has its own characteristics. Since the 
growing-up of minority adolescents is much more complicated than others, to Mona, a 
minority girl growing up in the multicultural land of America, her greatest puzzlement 
in the process of her growing-up is how to find herself a place in society and a sense of 
belongingness. Therefore, the initiation theme of Mona in the Promised Land is 
embodied by Mona’s struggle for a fitting identity. After a series of clashes and 
difficulties, Mona becomes psychologically and mentally mature. Having gained a 
better understanding of different cultures and the different relationships among 
different ethnic groups in American society, Mona finally finds herself a fitting identity 
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individuality --- not only as a daughter of her mother, but a person of her own. The 
historical background of Mona’s growing-up is the late 1960s to the early 1970s, when 
the notion of “multiculturalism” emerged in American society. So the initiation theme 
of Mona in the Promised Land possesses Zeitgeist, delivering the message of 
multiculturalism. The experiences of Mona and her initiation companions pursuing a 
fitting cultural identity during the process of their growing-up shows the fluidity of 
identity, which becomes the author’s manifesto to challenge the rigidified notion of 
ethnicity of the Melting Pot concept. However, during Mona’s growing-up, she still 
encounters different kinds of racial discrimination, the existence of which reveals that 
multiculturalism in American society is far from an achieved state of affairs. In brief, 
Mona in the Promised Land is a typical American initiation story which reflects the 
growth of minority adolescents in the multicultural land of America and whose 
initiation theme delivers the message of time spirit --- multiculturalism. 
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Gish Jen (1955- ) was born in Yonkers and grew up in Scarsdale, New York. She 
is one of the most prominent Chinese American writers. As a second generation 
Chinese American living in a multicultural society, Gish Jen aims at full participation 
in American life and reveals in her writing a strong desire to construct her own 
definition of American. Up to now, Jen has published three novels Typical American 
(1991), Mona in the Promised Land (1996), and The Love Wife (2004). In addition, her 
short-story collection called Who’s Irish? came out in 1999. Jen’s works focus on 
immigration, American dream, cultural identity, intergenerational conflicts, 
assimilation, clashes of family members, and occasional tensions with other ethnic 
communities. 
Mona in the Promised Land is Jen’s second novel and also a New York Times 
notable book. As a sequel to Typical American, it continues to tell the story of the 
Chang family. However, instead of focusing on Ralph Chang, the Chinese immigrant 
of the late 1950s, Mona in the Promised Land provides a close-up of the life of Mona 
Chang, the second-generation (first generation American-born) daughter of the 
immigrant family. In other words, the novel portrays the growing-up of a Chinese girl 
in the multicultural land of America. 
The thesis intends to analyze Mona in the Promised Land from the perspective 
of Initiation Story. It tries to explore how the novel manages to use the specific literary 
genre, Initiation Story, to show the growing progress of the heroine. Meanwhile, this 
thesis also briefly explores the peculiarity of the novel in terms of the initiation theme. 
Based on what mentioned above, the paper is divided into four parts: 
Chapter One gives an introduction to the background information of the writer 
and the literary genre Initiation Story. The first part of the chapter is about Gish Jen 
and her literary career, with a summery of Mona in the Promised Land and some 
relevant critical reviews. The second part of the chapter is about the origin, definition, 
and characteristics of Initiation Story. According to the characteristics, Mona in the 
Promised Land is defined as an initiation story.  
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to prove that it is a typical initiation story. First, by exerting Jung’s and Frye’s 
archetypal criticism theories, it reveals that its plot pattern is a variant of the basic plot 
pattern of Initiation Story, which is based on the archetypal model of human beings’ 
growing-up. Second, the author’s arrangement of the main characters, the heroine 
Mona and her initiation guides --- Rabbi Horowitz and Helen, also reveals some 
experiential archetypes of Initiation Story. What’s more, since initiation turning point 
and epiphany are important parts in Initiation Story, some plots are created by the 
author to give the heroine Mona the turning point in initiation and the epiphany 
towards life and self. 
Chapter Three concerns the initiation theme of Mona in the Promised Land, 
which is embodied by Mona’s struggle for a fitting identity. The first part of the 
chapter introduces how adolescents form their identity and cultural identity according 
to Erikson, Marcia, and Phinney’s theories. The second part of the chapter deals with 
Mona’s quest for identity, which experiences the three stages Phinney advocates while 
having its own peculiarity --- more than two cultures influencing Mona’s identity 
formation. And during these three stages of identity search, Mona gradually becomes 
mature and sophisticated. 
Chapter Four explores the peculiarity of the initiation theme of Mona in the 
Promised Land, i.e., delivering the message of multiculturalism. This chapter begins 
with a brief introduction to American multiculturalism; then an analysis of fluid 
American identity possessed by Mona and her initiation companions shows that the 
initiation theme possesses Zeitgeist --- multiculturalism; however, an analysis of racial 
discrimination that Mona encounters during the process of her growing-up indicates 
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